Virginia, 1861" makes liberal use of primary sources in its quest to trace the life of the common soldier. As might be expected, the book contains no similar treatment of life for Union soldiers from Virginia in the first year of the war.
John M. Coski of the Museum of the Confederacy provides arguably the most original and worthwhile of the essays, "A Navy Department, Hitherto Unknown to Our State Organization." This fascinating article describes the history of the short-lived Virginia state navy and its administrative and combat actions in the opening phases of the war.
Also of importance and often overlooked is the history of African Americans in Virginia during the war. Ervin L. Jordan, special collections librarian at the University of Virginia, furnishes an essay on the subject. With its citations of the patriotism of "Afro-Confederates" and tales of the forced labor of free blacks and runaway and contraband slaves behind Northern lines, this essay leaves the impression that there was no difference between the North and South for blacks. Jordan makes the surprising assertion that 25 percent of the state's free black population was loyal to Confederate Virginia, despite his own caution about "inherent difficulties in discerning black Virginians' true feelings about secession."
The most opinionated of the essays is C. Stuart McGehee's "The Tarnished Virginia at War, 1861 adds to the knowledge and appreciation of the state's place in history during the secession crisis and Civil War. However, the straining efforts to justify the Confederacy and Virginia's place in it dampen the scholarship of the work. What's more the pity is that such efforts are unnecessary. Balance has been brought to the historical record of secession, the Civil War, and the separation of Virginia and West Virginia. The efforts in Virginia at War, 1861 only exhibit an unoriginal approach that tempts the reader to view the book as secondarily important. Reclaiming the American Revolution examines the politics and legislation of a tumultuous and frequently disregarded period of American history, the post-Revolutionary 1790s, and the impact those politics have had on American government. Watkins focuses on the foreign policy debates that divided the Federalist and Republican political factions and led to the passage of the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798. These acts were intended to consolidate Federalist control of the government and to silence the criticism of the administration, particularly by foreign-born statesmen. They also gave the president arbitrary powers to arrest and deport any aliens imprisoned under the act, thus stripping them of the right of due process.
The Alien and Sedition Acts prompted a debate between Federalists and Republicans over the powers of the national government and free speech. Federalists defended the acts, arguing that it was the inherent power of a government to protect itself against injury. The Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions, which Watkins calls "a reaffirmation of the spirit of 1776" (1), were authored by Republicans Thomas Jefferson and James Madison in response to the Alien and Sedition Acts. Both felt that with the Alien and Sedition Acts, as well as other abuses, the national government under the Federalists had gone beyond the bounds of constitutional power, assuming undelegated powers. The Resolutions called for protest by the states, although they were ambiguous as to the form of protest. Jefferson's initial draft of the Kentucky Resolutions called for the nullification of unconstitutional national laws by the states, but the term was struck from the final draft.
